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R267Researchers and fisheries managers 
on the west coast of the US are now 
engaged in rapid efforts to fathom the 
sudden decline in salmon stocks off 
the coasts of California and Oregon. 
Representatives of several fishing 
groups have resigned themselves to the 
likelihood of an unprecedented closure 
of salmon fishing this year along much 
of the length of this US coast.
A final decision on salmon fishing will 
be made this month, but with near-
record low returns last year and early 
indications that 2008 will be  
much worse, many researchers are 
coming round to the prospect of a 
year-long closure as the best option. 
The Pacific Fishery Management 
Council, the body that overseas 
fishing quotas, has come up with three 
options to consider this month at its 
meeting in Seattle where it will decide 
formally whether or not to cancel the 
2009 season. The options include no 
commercial or recreational fishing off 
the California coast; catch-and-release 
fishing to provide information for an 
ongoing genetic study; or allowing 
a one-month, 3,000 fish season 
for commercial anglers and three, 
three- day seasons for recreational 
anglers. The options for Oregon 
fisheries are nearly as restrictive.
The sudden collapse of the fishery 
has hit researchers and managers by 
surprise. “What we need to look at is 
why it collapsed,” said the council’s 
chairman, Donald Hansen. “This is a 
major disaster.”
Following a series of years in which 
salmon numbers off the California 
coast were high, the health of 
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California’s salmon has taken a  
sudden downturn.
In 2006, the commercial salmon 
fishing off the coast was curtailed 
sharply, but that was in response to a 
specific problem in the Klamath River 
runs that had suffered major die-offs 
that year. The Sacramento river system, 
which historically produced at least 
80 per cent of the fish caught off the 
state’s coast, was very strong.
But last year the Sacramento River 
autumn run was much reduced with 
fewer than 90,000 adults returning 
to spawn. Based on the census of 
fish that returned last year, biologists 
estimate that fewer than 60,000 fish 
will return this year. That is less than 
half of the minimum regulatory target 
of 122,000, below which the fisheries 
authorities believe action needs to be 
taken to preserve stocks. As recently 
as 2002, 775,000 adults returned to 
spawn.
A puzzling decline in salmon numbers off California and Oregon threatens the 
fishery during the next season, reports Nigel Williams.
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California leaving: Researchers monitoring ocean salmon numbers have revealed a crash in the number of adult king salmon heading inland 
to spawn. (Photo: Doug Wechsler/Photolibrary.)
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Conservation groups in the US are 
continuing to push for a declaration on 
the conservation status of polar bears 
as a means of challenging the federal 
government’s stand on greenhouse 
gas emissions and climate change.
A decision on classifying the polar 
bear as “threatened”, probably as a 
result of climate change reducing the 
amount of summer sea ice on which 
they depend, was due to be made 
by the Fish and Wildlife Service by 
January 9, a year after consultation 
began on the issue.
The service says that it is still 
reviewing technical data and more 
than 670,000 comments on the issue. 
But environmental campaigners 
are concerned that the decision 
is being delayed because of the 
administration’s sale of valuable 
gas and oil leases in Alaska that are 
considered key polar bear territory. 
The WWF highlighted in February the 
announced lease sale by the Minerals 
Management Service of nearly 30 
million acres of the pristine Chukchi 
Sea, in the far north-west of Alaska,  
for gas and oil exploration.
“Selling off our natural heritage to 
the highest bidder is a sad spectacle 
and represents a step backwards in 
our efforts to save the irreplaceable 
Arctic and the magnificent polar bears 
for future generations,” said Carter 
Roberts, president of the WWF.
So last month the Natural Resources 
Defence Council, Greenpeace and 
the Centre for Biological Diversity 
sued the administration for missing 
the legal deadline by which a decision 
should have been made on the polar 
bear. “The Endangered Species Act 
is absolutely unambiguous,” says 
Andrew Weitzler, director of the 
endangered species project at NRDC. 
“We need urgent action from this 
administration to protect the polar bear 
and reduce greenhouse gas pollution, 
not continued delay.”
US law requires an endangered 
species listing decision to be made 
strictly on the basis of scientific 
information regarding the foreseeable 
future. But conservationists believe the 
delay on a decision on the polar bears’ 
status is as a result of the negotiations 
on the sale of gas and oil leases as well 
as an expectation of further drilling and 
mining prospects as the Arctic region 
becomes increasingly accessible. “This 
administration has listed fewer species 
than any other under the Endangered 
Species Act,” says Kassie Siegel, 
climate programme director at the 
Centre for Biological Diversity.
Everyone agrees that polar bears 
are difficult to count in the wild 
and there is disagreement over 
population numbers. While many 
Alaskan politicians believe the state’s 
population is steady, a recent US 
Testing: Conservationists are pushing for the US to class polar bears as endangered as a 
means of challenging wider environmental issues. (Photo: tbkmedia.de/Alamy.)
The status of the iconic Arctic predator 
is being used in the US as a means of 
testing wider environmental policies. 
Nigel Williams reports.
Polarising bearsThe seriousness of the situation is hitting home. This could be “the first 
total closure since commercial salmon 
fishing started in San Francisco Bay 
and the delta in 1848,” said Zeke 
Grader, executive director of the 
Pacific Federation of Fishermen’s 
Associations.
Early possible clues to the collapse 
have focused on cyclical ocean 
conditions. Specifically, a warm 
phase in the northern Pacific altered 
a current that flows from the north 
along the coast. Because salmon runs 
as far north as Washington are also 
depressed, some researchers have 
pointed to the shift in ocean conditions 
as the main cause.
The Sacramento River autumn run, 
the San Francisco Bay’s biggest run, 
was the second worst recorded for 
spawning chinook, or king, salmon last 
year. The worst year was in 1992, but 
the salmon fishery recovered to the 
large numbers seen ten years later.
The fish passing under the Golden 
Gate bridge on the run back to their 
native streams is the last surviving run 
of dozens along California’s Pacific 
coast. The Central Valley’s spring run 
may have once been the largest, but 
most of the habitat is now behind 
dams.
But the head of the fisheries 
management council, Don McIsaac, 
has argued that ocean conditions 
cannot tell the whole story because 
the problem is especially bad in the 
Sacramento River.
The reason for the sudden collapse 
in the run of the Sacramento autumn 
chinook stock is not readily apparent. 
“Ocean conditions have been poor, 
and there are lots of things that can 
go wrong for salmon in freshwater,” 
said David Ortmann, vice-chairman 
of the Pacific Fisheries Management 
Council.
The council’s staff have drawn up a 
list of around 50 possible factors that 
could be contributing to the decline, 
including increased threat to salmon 
from predators including sea lions, 
water pollution and disease. The 
council has requested a multi-agency 
task force led by the National Marine 
Fisheries Service’s West Coast Science 
Centers to research these potential 
causes and to report back to the 
council at its meeting in September.
Meanwhile, drastic measures may 
be needed ahead of any insight into 
the cause of this dramatic fisheries 
decline.
